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Op Ed — Pelikan’s Antidisambiguation
The Kindle is the 8-track Tape Player of the eBook Age
by Michael P. Pelikan (Penn State)  <mpp10@psu.edu>
The announcement of the Google Class Action Settlement was the rim shot, the nightclub punchline, 
to all the preceding public pronounce-
ments regarding the Google Book 
Library Project.
It’s beyond credibility to suggest 
that Google hadn’t long anticipated this 
class action suit, even counted on it.  The 
settlement gives Google its meal ticket 
to cost recovery for digitizing all those 
darned books.  More surprising would be 
to learn that each library administrator 
who decided to climb aboard the Google 
train anticipated this outcome.
Let’s remember early efforts to con-
vert books into accessible digital content. 
Those academic libraries that truly broke 
the first new ground learned that digitiza-
tion was bloody complicated, and bloody 
expensive, too.
But the real dismay arrived as the sec-
ond and third-wave institutions decided 
to try their hand at it (as try they must, for 
nobody wanted to slide from second and 
third-wave to fourth or fifth...).  Despite 
the multitude of papers published on 
the subject, the many presentations at 
ALA and the Digital Library Federa-
tion, the many examples painstakingly 
built at their peer (or perceived-peer) 
institutions, libraries in the second and 
third wave were appalled to discover that 
digitization was still bloody complicated 
and still bloody expensive, too.
So Google’s proposition looked 
pretty good.  Google apparently had 
the deep pockets, the deep staff, and 
the deep understanding to tackle this. 
Honestly:  everyone in their right mind 
must have understood that a mechanism 
for cost recovery would eventually be 
part of the bargain; that the libraries’ 
involvement would not simply end at 
the loading dock; that at some point the 
acquisitions and licensing folks would 
become involved and money would 
change hands.  Truth be told, it’s still a 
pretty good deal.
More importantly, the settlement 
provides everybody with a fig leaf: 
“This outcome was forced upon us by 
the settlement”.  Fig leafs never go out 
of style.
In the previous episode of this column 
we were discussing the Kindle and the 
Sony Reader.  Events have progressed 
apace in the ensuing weeks!  Amazon 
has sent a DMCA takedown notice to the 
MobileRead Web forum for posting a 
link to a site offering a perl script permit-
ting you to retrieve the unique identifier 
from your Kindle, Amazon’s been sued 
for patent infringement by Discovery, a 
group of publishers have entered into a 
book sharing agreement with Scribd, 
and, as this column went to bed, Sony 
and Google announced that Google 
Book Library Project content would 
be made available through Sony’s eBook 
store.  So let’s resume, as promised.
What continues to elude us is the fact 
that since at least the mid-90’s, all our 
stuff has been born digital!  These are 
already eBooks, folks!  The content our 
libraries collect doesn’t get analogized 
(that’s the counterpart to digitized) until 
the very last moment, when the ink is 
pressed into the mashed-up tree pulp 
(or if you’re classy, the acid-free cot-
ton fiber).  Then you’ve got an analog 
object — and it truly is an analog, in the 
old-word sense, to the original, born-
digital object.  It can be bought, shipped, 
received, labeled, shelved, lent, carried 
off for a couple of weeks, read on the 
beach, wept over, recalled, returned, and 
lent again — just like the real physical 
object that it is.
We built our libraries around these 
objects, long before they became born-
digital — and not just our physical 
plants.  Our integrated library systems 
were built, from the ground up, to man-
age a physical collection — a collection 
of tangible objects of knowable and 
determined location.  That’s really a 
fundamental premise, isn’t it?  A book 
can’t be in more than one place at a time, 
can it?  If it is, you need to have separate 
items — hence bibliographic records vs. 
item records.
But an eBook seems ephemeral. 
How can we lend an eBook?  What 
would that mean?
A few years ago, I thought about 
how it might work.  I was still at the 
stage where I didn’t think it was really 
an eBook if you didn’t have, in-hand, 
the eBook file itself:  the file, or ob-
ject, something to have and to hold.  It 
seemed to me that a kind of physical 
lending library-centric DRM (Digital 
Rights Management) could be devised, 
permitting an eBook to be accounted 
for and lent by our existing circulation 
systems.
The patron could locate the book in 
the catalog in the traditional way, but 
instead of marching to the stacks, finding 
the copy, and taking it to the Circ Desk, 
she might simply download it.  The 
Circ system would make a note that this 
copy of the eBook was charged out.  The 
downloaded file would contain, along 
with the desired material, a kind of digital 
hourglass. 
At the end 
of the lend-
ing period, 
the  book 
would expire in place, make itself un-
able to be opened, or simply delete itself. 
This might require a tiny client running 
as a process on the borrower’s machine, 
a little digital guy in a black hood with 
a tiny scythe, waiting to administer the 
coup de grace at the appointed time. 
The library could even recall the book 
with its exiting systems:  just send a 
message to the little digital grim reaper 
on the patron’s machine that time’s up, 
and swish!  No more charged-out copy! 
The item would be back “in-hand”, ready 
to be lent again.
Would a patron willingly allow that 
little digital grim reaper on his or her 
machine?  Sure, if that’s what it took to 
borrow an eBook!
Now, all of these gothic notions were 
on my mind several years ago, when 
I still thought that it wasn’t really an 
eBook if you didn’t have your hands on 
the file, the download, the object itself. 
Today I’m much less certain that these 
are required attributes of an eBook.
It seems to me that draconian DRM, 
little digital grim reapers, etc..., are only 
required if whole files, entire objects, 
are changing hands.  It’s really all about 
cost recovery, isn’t it?  Nobody thinks 
that CNN is going to put DRM on their 
news Website.  Why?  Because they’ve 
worked out a way (after some tough fits 
and starts) to achieve cost recovery and 
provide access, without caring who or 
where you are, what Internet service pro-
vider you’re using, or who you bought 
your computer from.  (Well, for one 
thing, they know that letting you see their 
Website makes it more likely that you’ll 
watch their cable channel.  Publishers: 
please make a note of this).
It seems to me that the EVDO cel-
lular connectivity the Kindle relies 
upon is kind of the dial-up modem of 
the coming wireless-everywhere age. 
Why does Amazon have us download 
the whole book?  From our perspective, 
it’s so that we can read it on the airliner 
or the beach where there’s no wireless 
(yet); so we can feel we’ve gotten 
“something” for our ten bucks; so we 
can be comforted by the verisimilitude 
the Kindle achieves.  Right?
Well yes, but really, from Amazon’s 
perspective, it’s about cost recovery for 
developing the device and paying for 
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the deal with Sprint.  That book was delivered 
by Amazon’s service, to Amazon’s device, 
generating Amazon’s associative metadata, 
richly profiling the demographics of their 
audience:  this detailed demographic data is 
likely a near-irresistible value-add to offer to 
the publishers in exchange for signing on to 
the Kindle distribution service. 
Synchronize your page location between 
your Kindle and your iPhone?  It’s neat, I 
guess.  Well actually, it’s not really such a 
big deal to accomplish, but it does enrich 
Amazon’s understanding of how the material 
they sell is consumed, when, over how long a 
period, even where, given the rudimentary GPS 
capabilities of the devices involved.
But this way of moving e-content around is 
transitional, folks.  The Kindle is the 8-track 
tape player of the eBook age.  I’m not saying 
that’s bad — I’m just saying it’s so.
Always remember:  We like to think we’re 
living in the Modern Age, but really we’re 
living in the Old Days!
We’re living back in the time when you 
had to download a book to read it — and not 
just that, but download it to a specific, licensed 
device, in a specified format, from a specific 
service, over a specific connection, provided 
by a specific vendor!  (This attempt at lock-in 
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kind of sounds like iTunes or the iPhone app 
store, doesn’t it)?
Am I suggesting, throughout this column, 
that Amazon or Sony or Google don’t deserve 
a mechanism for cost recovery?  Certainly not! 
Thank goodness someone has finally achieved 
some traction in these arenas!
But imagine if CNN only let you see their 
Website if you used a computer you’d bought 
from CNN, using only the browser they sold 
you, and only over the Internet service they 
specified — and then made you pay by the 
item as well.
We’re not done figuring all of this out yet, 
but at least we know who’s paying for the 
R&D.  
from Houben–Weyl, Science of Synthesis, 
SYNLETT and SYNTHESIS covering a 
variety of themes have been collocated and can 
be downloaded for free during the course of 
this year on the Thieme Chemistry Website.
www.thieme-chemistry.com
www.science-of-synthesis.com
We have a fascinating interview in this issue 
with Kent D. Lee of East View Information 
Services.  East View began in 1989 sourcing 
print content from the former Soviet Union and 
now the general thrust of East View is to bring 
primary source information – print or digital 
– to Western markets from countries of the East 
– Russia, Eastern Europe, the Far East, and now 
the Middle East.  See this issue, p.50.
Some of us may remember Georges 
deLorme and Les Livres Etrangers which 
Rumors
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was a thriving business before the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in 1991.  I understand from 
Kent’s interview that Mr. deLorme has a 
restaurant in Paris these days.  My husband 
Bruce and I had the good fortune to meet the 
charming Mr. deLorme and we remember 
sitting in a Paris café on the left bank.  I’ll bet 
that he has a great restaurant!
Speaking of Georges – The hard-working 
George Machovec tells me that  library users in 
Colorado now have access to tens of thousands 
of additional open-access digitized books 
and serials through the Prospector Library 
Catalog.  The digitized items originate 
from the University of Michigan, a partner 
in the Google Books digitization project 
and a member of a consortium of libraries 
called Hathi Trust.  Last year the University 
of Michigan made available bibliographic 
records for many of the out-of-copyright 
titles that Google digitized from its collections.
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